This tension between the legitimacy associated with professionalism and the discourses of freedom associated with amateur enterprise has long characterised how the public value the work of these two groups. Since the 1990s, however, thanks largely to the rise of the internet, new dynamics between amateurs, professionals and their publics are emerging. In the case of Wikileaks, although the debate is often presented in stark terms as a choice between professional standards and amateur energies it is clear from Assange's language that the situation is altogether more complex. Just what does he mean, for example, when he states, 'everyone is an amateur in this business?' Amateurs are usually understood to be uninterested in the business aspect of their activity. In the case of Wikileaks is it even possible to know to which business Assange is referring? Publishing?
Journalism? Whistle blowing? Hacking? Tasks such as hacking or whistle blowing have no paid, professional equivalent-does this mean that anyone who participates in them must necessarily be regarded as an amateur? This essay takes Assange's comments above as a starting point for investigating these questions and the largely positive rhetoric associated with amateur labours.
We are now very familiar with the discourses of digital do--it--yourselfism that suggest anyone can write the next Fifty Shades of Grey or be the next Justin Bieber.
Although amateur new media producers are sometimes criticised for their lack of quality or failure to adhere to particular standards, their efforts have also been interpreted as advancing the cause of democratising media. 2 As such, amateur participation in professional industries is today routinely positioned as, if not unequivocally 'good', then at least an essentially positive development. When Time magazine devoted a 2006 cover story to the millions of everyday people 'working for nothing and beating the pros at their own game' amateur activities were given high profile endorsement. For their special 'Person of the Year' issue Time flatteringly announced 'You' as the winner. 3 The article's highly positive language presented amateurs as empowered, independent entrepreneurs ('beating the pros at their own game'), but failed to address why working at the level of professional might also involve some inequalities (such as 'working for nothing'). The issue of amateur labour and inequality in the media industries, while significant, is well covered elsewhere. 4 Here, I want instead to draw attention to the degree to which the amateur, once positioned on the fringes of our culture, now occupies a role much closer to the centre.
-WHO IS AN AMATEUR?
Before continuing, the very variable parameters of the term 'amateur' need to be explored. Coming from French via Latin, amateur (meaning 'a lover of') was first used in English toward the end of the eighteenth century to describe an individual with a passionate interest in a subject or an activity. The industrial revolution was in full swing by this time and it didn't take long for amateurs to become associated in the minds of the public with the dabbling and dilettantism common to gentlemen of leisure-those men who were financially independent and took on work only in order to portray occupation (such as investor, speculator, adventurer, gambler and so on). This association had two important consequences: it resulted in a downgrading of the knowledge many amateurs possessed to mere fancy or trifling entertainment and it helped formalise the association between amateur activity and financial disinterest. Webster's Dictionary, for example, defines an amateur as 'one that engages in a particular pursuit, study, or science as a pastime rather than as a professional'. This definition demonstrates how the role has been conceived of as functionally dependent on its opposite. Where professionals are understood as needing to be financially compensated for devoting most of their time to an activity, amateurs take on the task in their spare time, content to accept no financial reward.
However commonplace such an understanding of the amateur might be it contains remarkable contradictions and oversights. Although defined in one sense as a devotee who loves a particular activity, in another, 'amateur' connotes superficial, uncommitted participation. Likewise, although devoted, amateurs are also described as inexperienced and unskilled, qualities that don't gel with empirical evidence that suggests anyone devoting time to an activity will develop competency. 5 Trying to define the amateur in relation to the professional can also be misleading since professionals often volunteer their services and amateurs sometimes get paid for their efforts. Making distinctions between the two groups on the basis of time and money also wrongly draws a correlation between 'loving your work' and being uninterested in money, implying that amateurs always draw Trying to define the amateur by taking the professional as a counterpoint is also unproductive from the perspective of the new forms and modes of work that have emerged in the last twenty years. Many work roles (especially in the media industries) now deliberately avoid classification or refuse official forms of consecration or authorisation: the reality--TV celebrity, the social media user, the blogger, the citizen journalist, the hacker, and the media intern are all roles performed somewhere between the lines of paid/unpaid, professional/amateur, authorised/unofficial. These liminal roles (and, increasingly, the liminal spaces where they are performed) are complemented by the equally unofficial online activity known as 'co--creation'. Used to describe the phenomenon of 'non--professional audiences participating in the interactive process of making and circulating media content and experiences using the tools and platforms provided by technology companies, "co--creation" unites amateurs and professionals within the field of a single digital economy in which finance and other alternative forms of capital operate and interchange'. 6 Until very recently one way to understand the work of the amateur had been to note that as a group they have been protected from the alienation and expropriation associated with capitalism because they labour for 'the love of it'. However, as recent scholarship in the fields of sociology and political economy has demonstrated, the digital economy provides exemplary evidence that the potential exists for capitalism to extract financial value from these emotional investments. 7 Thus, amateurs are as likely as their professional counterparts to experience the exploitation of their labour. On the flipside of this scenario is the proposition that amateurs, hitherto presumed to be professionally disinterested, actually share much in common with their paid counterparts when it comes to professional values, standards and reputation. 8 This complex situation is not aided by the fact that increasingly the word is applied to more and more groups of people. Audiences, consumers, users, critics and more are all described today under the mantle of amateur, or its new variants-the pro--am, the produser, or the prosumer. 9 Consider, for example, how many different ways the 'amateur' is figured in contemporary social studies: for social scientists concerned with labour exploitation the emphasis falls on amateurs as unpaid contributors to the information and cultural economies; 10 representation by a suite of the world's top lawyers specialising in human rights and international law. 13 His is a very particular kind of amateurism. The contention that an organisation with the skills, means and impact of Wikileaks is amateur suggests that something has fundamentally shifted in social expectations around amateurs and the kinds of work that they do.
Indeed, Assange's statement is just one example of a wider trend in digital media culture. Consider Google's eagerness to remind users that their billion--dollar business began life as just the pet project of tech students with a motto befitting commercial naïfs: 'don't be evil'. Or Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg's initial public offering (IPO) letter to investors that counterintuitively managed to sell shares in a multibillion dollar company on the basis that it was 'not originally created to be a company'. 14 The same logic also underpins the success of many reality TV programs, such as Dancing with the Stars and Celebrity Apprentice, which involve the conceit of having recognised professionals perform as amateurs in order to stabilise their VOLUME19 NUMBER1 MAR2013 182 careers as celebrities. These examples demonstrate one of the increasingly common phenomena in the present media landscape, something that might be best described as symbolic amateurism-that is, adopting the pose of the amateur even while inhabiting the sphere of the professional.
-SELF-CONSCIOUS WORKERS
The resurgence of discourses in the media relating to the work and culture of the amateur is understood to have arisen with the rapid spread of digital networks since the turn of the century. As far back as 1977, however, the sociologist Robert A.
Stebbins noted a growth in occupations (in entertainment, sports, the arts) where what is now work was once purely play. Accompanying this, Stebbins noted, was a surprising development: amateurs, hitherto unconcerned by the performances of their professional counterparts, were now more motivated to emulate them. This he attributed to the 'mass availability of professional performances' in everyday life; in other words the celebration of professionalism in the expanding communications culture was driving amateurs to do more to bring themselves closer to this level. As 20 These programs also promote a discourse in which amateurs are celebrated for their ability to be regular while also displaying remarkably professional abilities. 21 However encouraging of individual talents and abilities these shows might be, they also reinforce standard patterns of power and control: they ask their participants to perform at the professional level while still being treated as members of the audience. Furthermore, these programs encourage the display of personal life and personality for the purposes of drama while also having real consequences in terms of professionalisation and success. Amateurs in this position cannot remain 'disinterested' for long. Indeed, these programs give drastic warnings to amateurs whose professional disinterest leads them to aspire beyond their abilities.
As discourses of amateurism have reoriented themselves towards the performance of professionalism, discourses in business have turned to emphasise work as a creative, passionate, self--directed enterprise. Enabled and liberated by the information networks of digital communications, business culture has 'become identified with untrammelled mental and spiritual freedom-a freedom once defined by its independence from the commercial realm'. 22 On this topic scholars of sociology of work have noted that in the new economy the discourse of amateurism is pervasive even among paid workers and business professionals. Because amateurism emphasises work as a process of developing self--fulfillment, passion, authenticity and self--actualisation it has proven particularly popular among workers in the creative industries where the expectation of external rewards (such as profit) is low. As Angela McRobbie has acknowledged, 'there is a utopian thread embedded in this wholehearted attempt to make--over the world into something closer to a life of enthusiasm and enjoyment'. 23 Thus, work becomes imbued with the features of the Romantic tradition, suffused with positive emotional qualities and the discourse of amateurism is internalised by workers, becoming a strategy for regulating the precarity of their own circumstances in the new economy. 24 The concept-if not the reality-of these modes of work links the highly affective, personal, but often unpaid, labours of amateurs with the skills, expertise and standards of professionals, all in satisfaction of the productive principles of the information economy. Professionals are encouraged to be more like their amateur counterparts and take satisfaction in their lack of job security, while amateurs are encouraged to perfect their skills to the professional standard and be flattered by the attention accorded to them. In each case the only certain outcomes relate to profit margins. Malcolm Gladwell typifies the attitude when he writes in Outliers of a young Bill Gates:
We … marvel that our world allowed that 13--year--old to become a fabulously successful entrepreneur … But that's the wrong lesson. Our world only allowed one 13--year--old unlimited access to a time--sharing terminal in 1968. If a million teenagers had been given the same opportunity, how many more Microsofts would we have today? 25 The appeal of this story is the feel--good idea that anyone with access might have the potential to be the next Gates but behind this is a broader message about the amateur's ability to generate value for business. Celebrating the potent mix of talent, new technologies and accessibility that enabled the teenaged Gates, Gladwell is silent about the ends to which the young amateur is working. What matters most is that his talent can be harnessed to the industry's business outcomes. Or, more correctly, what matters most is that we never again fail to seize the opportunity to harness more talent to the system. Discussing the twenty--first century's Gates-
Facebook creator Mark Zuckerberg-Lawrence Lessig goes a step further:
what's important here is that Zuckerberg's genius could be embraced by half--a--billion people within six years of its first being launched, without (and here is the critical bit) asking permission of anyone … Because the platform of the Internet is open and free, or in the language of the day, because it is a 'neutral network', a billion Mark Zuckerbergs have the opportunity to invent for the platform. 26 Gladwell urges us to learn from history. Lessig They want cell phones, lunch breaks, beer on Fridays.' 30 As Denton indicates, for businesses that present the appearance of being amateur there is the useful side effect of producing low--expectations and thus low overheads, but the adoption of amateurism goes to the very heart of the new media business model. Denton's success is built on his realisation that the amateur blog format and platform can be made to fit the magazine publishing business model. Gawker relies on ambitious amateur bloggers and interns in the New York media industry to produce salacious gossip posts for which they are paid a flat fee per post with a bonus for breaking particular page--view targets. Denton has made no secret that his sole concern is to yield viewer numbers that can be used to sell advertisements. Writers are given access to their metrics in order to encourage them to produce increasingly outrageous headlines to attract new eyeballs. News the public might deem boring becomes a liability for a writer looking to be paid. Although the mainstream media profiles of Denton present him as a new media Mephistopheles, his 'Gawker model' is popularly feted in internet debates about future directions for sustainable online journalism: low overheads in production, high page--per--views yielding advertising dollars, with journalism an unintended, though welcome, consequence. 31 The rhetoric of amateur participation presents the possibility of an end to cultural gatekeeping and the beginning of a new, amateur (em)powered media participation. As Mark Andrejevic explains, the underlying 'promise of the interactive digital revolution' has been presented as offering the possibility of ending consumer alienation from the means of production and re-enchanting the world through the return of embodied participation in media forms. 32 In this environment symbolic amateurism has proved extremely useful for media professionals by allowing them to identify with values relating to the social and political freedom of ordinary citizens while still also taking best advantage of the power their industrial position affords. Again, Denton provides a refreshing matter--of--factness on this subject. Asked to explain where he understood Gawker sat on the scale of professional enterprise he replied: 'I think of us as being a little like the friendly barbarians … We're the barbarians who can actually-probably-be hired to defend your gates.' 33 Denton's description of himself and his workers as friendly barbarians is an acknowledgement of how the media has self--consciously enfolded VOLUME19 NUMBER1 MAR2013 188 the amateur within this system by providing an appealing offer to take up positions as unofficial gatekeepers for the empire.
-CONCLUSION
The examples provided here illustrate how the discourses of modern day amateurism, informed as they are by prevailing cultural norms relating to work and identity, and the flows of economy and information, are significantly more complicated than simply doing something just 'for the love of it'. Indeed, many of these cases demonstrate how the positive ethical values assumed to inform the work of amateurs in fact serve as rhetorical cover for other modes of more ethically questionable work. Perhaps even in some cases a particularly modern form of work in which the amateur abandons their supposed commercial disinterest to become enfolded into systems of discipline and accumulation.
However, a word of caution is needed. The suggestion that all amateurs are necessarily free and their work 'good' is built upon a fallacy. Amateurs are no more likely to produce work that is unquestionably ethically good than professionals.
Amateur labour does not always involve affirmative feelings. Amateurs experience jealousy and competitiveness. They may feel coerced to do certain tasks in order to get ahead in their pursuits and are just as likely as professionals to feel judged (by others or their own high standards). 34 It also bears recalling that good work doesn't necessarily ensure good outcomes: 'a product may be created to the highest standards available and be dangerous or damaging to large numbers of people. This is true of explosive devices and it may also be true of television programmes.' 35 
